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ISOLATION OWES 
ITS EXISTENCE TO 
A CLASSIC OF 
SCI-Fl HORROR 
AND THE PASSION 
OF THE CREATIVE 
ASSEMBLY TEAM 
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n late 1977, sourned on by the 

massive financial success of Sfar 

Wars, 20th Century Fox green 

lit a low-budget science-fiction 
film with the hopes of cashing in on 
the genre’s newfound popularity. 
The only script available to them 
at the time — written under the 
working title Star Beast — was, by all 
contemporary accounts, in Terrible 
shape. Almost a dozen contentious 
rewrites had done little fo improve its 
prospects. After several established 
directors passed on the project, it 
wound up in the hands of Ridley 
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scott, a relatively unknown filmmaker 
with only a single, largely self-funded 
feature under his belt. 

And yet, from that inauspicious start, 
a cultural juggernaut was born. The film 
was, Os we all know, eventually renamed 
Alien and proved itself a massive success 
with both critics and audiences alike, 
raking in more than 10 times its budget 
at the box office. The movie's success 
jumpstarted Scott's career as a top-tier 
director and spawned a billion-and-a-half 
dollar film franchise, with six sequels and 
spinoffs released in the 25 years since — 
and another on the way. 








Lasting Impressions 

From the start, the folks wno would later 
go on to create Alien: Isolation were en- 
amored. Al Hope, creative lead at studio 
The Creative Assembly, still remembers 
the first time he saw the original film and 
its enormous impact on him. “It was like 
nothing I'd ever seen,” Hope says. He 
remembers being shocked by its vision 
of the future — one that was shockingly 
like the present, in harsh contrast to the 
bright, idealistic worlds of more inspira- 
tional science fiction movies like Stanley 
Kubrick's 2001; A Space Oayssey. “Alien 
was dirty and gritty. You knew there 


MOVIE MEMORIES 
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The Alien: lsolation team reflects 
on seeing Alien for the first time. 





wasn't some miracle technology that 
was going to come in and save the day,” 
he says. 

Jude Bond, Isolation’s lead artist, 
echoes that sentiment. “| believe that 
Ridley Scott made a conscious effort to 
take out all of the sci-fi wnere he pos- 
sibly could,” he explains. “Obviously it’s 
a ship in space, It’s the future, but it’s 
very grounded and very believable. The 
story kind of stands alone without the 
science fiction to support if. It’s about a 
bunch of people doing their jobs and 
having a really, really bad day at work. 
| think that resonates with everyone.” 
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| KNOW THAT GUY! 


— AL HOPE, CREATIVE LEAD 





Of course, it’s impossible to ignore 
the other major factor in Alien’s endur- 
ing success: its tall, dark, and hideous 
title character. Designed by Swiss sur- 
realist painter H. R. Giger, the Alien was 
a true original, a twisted marriage of bi- 
ology and engineering. “I think it’s one 
of the greatest monsters ever created,” 
says Dion Lay, one of Isolation’s writers. 
“It stands up there with all the classics, 
like The werewolves and the vampires. 
In fact, it’s one of the few new monsters 
to have gained iconic status. It’s incred- 
ibly mysterious, and | think that’s really 
important. There’s a lot we don't know 
about it that we don't understand.” 


A Virtual Nightmare 

Not surprisingly, it didn’t take long for 
the Alien universe to spark the imagi- 
nation of contemporary video game 
makers, either. The first tie-in game — a 
Pac-Man clone for the Atari 2600 — hit 
in 1982, and the series has inspired a 
steady stream of arcade, console, and 






PC titles ever since. But few if any of 
those games tapped into the essence of 
what made the film such a hit. Early at- 
tempts were hamstrung by the techno- 
logical limitations of the day — a lumpy 
block of pixels has a hard time instilling 
fear — and later titles found it easier to 
reduce the Aliens to run-of-the-mill, can- 
non-fodder enemies in a more action- 
packed context. There have been many 
enjoyable Alien games, to be sure, but 
none could come close to matching the 
scare factor of their source material. 


— JUDE BOND, LEAD ARTIST 





‘ 
4 


‘ 


4 


—- 


THEY MOSTLY COME OUT AT NIGHT 


That's something that had always 
bothered fans, not least among them 
members of the Isolation develooment 
team. “SO many video games have con- 
centrated on the shooting and combat 
aspects of the second film, Aliens, where 
there are multiple creatures and you've 
got all the big marine weaponry,” lead 
designer Gary Napper says. “That natu- 
rally translates fo video games, because 
they can be quite shoot-y and explode- 
y. But no one, for me, had ever made 
a game where one Alien had been 
something to fear. No one had captured 
that tension and apprehension from the 
first film, where if could be around any 
corner and you didn’t have what you 
needed to deal with it.” 


Fever Pitch 


When one team at The Creative Assem- 
bly wrapped up work on a project and 
began to make plans for its next game, 
Hope brought up a concept that had 
been gestating in his head for a while. 
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Knowing that Sega had signed a licens- 
ing deal with 20th Century Fox to create 
games based on the Alien franchise, he 
suggested they build a survival horror 
game set in that universe. His colleagues 
excitedly embraced the idea. 

“We were just about fo start another 
project, and we were like, ‘We can't 
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almost in our spare time, if | remember 
rightly. We took the engine from the 
previous game, used and abused that, 
made it do things it was never designed 
to do, but | guess we were so inspired by 
wanting to do this that what came out 
at the end of this phase of work, | think, 
exceeded everyone's expectations.” 


do that. We need to go and have a 
oun at this,” Bond recalls. “So a very 
small group of us, led by Al, took the 
opportunity to make a prototype. If was 


The team needed just four weeks — the 
briefest blink of an eye, in game develop- 
ment — to bring together that initial proto- 
type, which did a masterful job of showing 
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Aliens is released. 
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01.1987 


Tim Ansell forms 
the game studio 
The Creative 
Assembly in the 
West Sussex town 
of Horsham. 
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The Creative 
Assembly 
releases the turn- 
based strategy 
game Shogun: 
Total War. 
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Alien: Isolation 
is released. In 
living rooms 
everywhere, 
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ALIEN MATION 
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Watch an official trailer for 
Alien: Isolation. 
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off the tense, atmospheric mood that 
would come to define /solation. Hope 
still remembers making pitch presenta- 
tions to Sega and Fox. As the demo 
came to a close with a jarring glimpse 
of their Alien in all its terrifying glory and 
the lights came up, the executives were 
sitting in stunned silence. “We knew 
we'd done something right,” Hope 
grins. In fact, the project quickly went 
viral within Sega, where it was passed 
around between enthusiastic employ- 
ees. ‘We heard people were saying, 
‘Have you seen the Alien thing? How do 
| get to see if?” he says. 

As you'd expect, the massive buzz sur- 
rounding the pitch meant that The Cre- 
ative Assembly soon got the go-ahead 
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to put Isolation into full production. Hope Surprise, Surprise 
and his team had their next project, but The film’s iconic chest-bursting scene was 
perhaps more importantly, they had a shot in just one take, and the actors had 
chance fo finally make the very game almost no idea how it would play out. The 
that they, as enormous fans of the fran- looks of surprise you see on their faces are 
chise, had always wanted to play. completely genuine. 
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rngineering terror 


TO ACCOMPLISH WHAT THEY SET OUT TO DO, THE ISOLATION TEAM HAD 
TO BUILD A MONSTER, A HEROINE, AND AN UNYIELDING SENSE OF FEAR 


s team members at The Cre- 

ative Assembly geared up 

to begin full production on 

Isolation, they knew their earli- 

est priority would be under- 

standing exactly what made 
the original Alien tick. “The first phase of the 
game's development was deconstructing 
the film, tearing it all apart,” creative lead Al 
Hope says. One of the things we actually 
did was time the amount of time the Alien 
was on the screen. | think it’s onscreen for just 
over three minutes, and the longest shot lasts 
about 11 seconds. It’s hardly onscreen at all.’ 

Even more intriguing was that the people's 

impressions of the Alien — that if was a cun- 


ning, aggressive hunter — weren't borne out 
by ifs scenes in the movie, Hope says. Instead, 
Ridley Scott relied on dialogue to hammer 
home those traits, presenting the team with a 
big challenge: Instead of simply recreating the 
Alien as it appeared on the screen, developers 
would need fo build a creature that fit players’ 
expectations of a lethal, unstoppable threat. 
That was, as if turned out, no easy task. 


The Perfect Organism 

“We knew if we were going to make the Alien 
scary, we needed to make if brutal,” lead 
designer Gary Napper says. But the design- 
ers knew that if the Alien repeatedly used the 
same method to kill players, players would 








figure that out and the Alien would 
become predictable. “As soon as you 
have more information than the crea- 
ture, you feel more powerful, and we 
couldn't let that happen. That led us 
to the conclusion that the Alien had to 
be systematic; it couldn't be the same 
every time.” 

To solve that problem, the team built 
a complex artificial intelligence that 
controls the Alien’s behavior. Rather 
than following a preset path or series 
of interactions, it instead reacts realisti- 
cally to the sights, sounds, and smells 
of the world. If if hears a locker clang 
shut, the Alien knows to investigate, even 
if it didn't see you enter that locker. At 
one point, the Alien was too intelligent, 
forcing the Al programmers to dumb it 
down a bit and give players a chance 
to survive while keeping the game chal- 
lenging and unpredictable. 

That means you can't expect To play 
Isolation like your typical first-person 
game and survive on reflexes alone. 
“When we found players who were into 
games like Call of Duty and Battlefield 
and we sat them down fo play it, we 
watched them adapt their play style 
very quickly,’ Napper says. “They went 
from sprinting and running and dying 
in 10 seconds to creeping carefully and 
using distractions to deal with the Alien.’ 


SKELETON 
CREW 


A Place in the Universe 

In addition to developing a suitably 
formidable antagonist, the team also 
needed fo tell a story that fit in the 
Alien universe. “We kicked around a 
lot of different ideas, but we knew we 
wanted a story that was really closely 
associated fo the first film,” Hope says. 
“It would have fo take place after [the 
movie], because then we could take 
advantage of all the cool stuff that we 
loved: the look and feel of the spaces, 
the creature itself. But we were also 
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really keen to have a story that had an 
emotional connection to that first film. 
We really kept coming to the question, 
‘The Nostromo, the ship from Alien, has 
disappeared. Who would care about 
that?’” 

Writer Dion Lay says the solution 
came when the team stumbled onto ref- 
erences to Amanda Ripley, daughter of 
the film’s heroine, Ellen. "You have a his- 
tory there, and you have a real emotion- 
al connection,’ Lay says. ‘Because Alien 
is SO popular, the tricky part Is finding 
something that can give a lot of mystery 
to people who know the universe, but 
also you want to bring new people in 
and give them someone to follow who's 
also discovering it, because obviously a 
lot of characters in our game are discov- 
ering the Alien for the first time.” 

Amanda filled that niche perfectly, 
Lay says, giving longtime fans a familiar 
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face to root for while still paving the way 
for her own unique journey to the soace 
station Sevastopol, in search of any 
trace of what happened to her mother. 


Finding the Fear 

The team’s hard work on Amanda, the 
Alien, and the story that brings them 
together would have been for naught, 
however, without some serious scares 
to back it up. While it took a lot of care- 
ful effort to fine-tune everything into 
the terrifying experience it is today, the 
team members discovered early on 
that they were on the right track. 

“One of the earliest things that we 
did, as part of the technical stuff, was 
build a testbed where you could walk 
around and crouch behind things, 
and that was ifs whole purpose. If was 
really simple,” Hope says. “But for some 
reason, someone had stuck an alien in 
there. Youd hand the controller over to 
someone and watch them start to move 
around, and as soon as they saw the 
Alien, they would crouch and scamper 
over to get behind something. If wasn't 
moving. If wasn't animated. If wasn't 
anything. It was just this solid object that 
was this alien. Just from that, you're think- 
ing, Oh my goodness. Giger’s design 
just communicates this dread.” 
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“There have been 
occasions where people 
have just thrown coffee all 
over themselves. Seeing 


people being scared by what 
theyre actually producing is 
very funny.’ 

— JUDE BOND, LEAD ARTIST 


As the Alien’s Al came to life, devel- 
opers received more feedback about 
how to take advantage of its potential 
to instill fear. “There was another test 
where you simply had to get from A to B 
with an Alien in your way, and you had 
different ways of navigating through the 
world, Hope says. We found out that 
people were scared when they could 
see the Alien, because they could see 

BULLETPROOF they were in immediate danger. But 
While a gun might be handy for taking down hostile humans and Working then the other feedback we got was 
Joe androids, it won’t do much good against the Alien. Facing it head-on is that they hated it when the Alien disap- 
a guaranteed recipe for death, so stick to the shadows. peared into the vents, because then 
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they didn't know where If was or what 
to do. That was kind of ad ‘wow’ moment. 
People were equally as scared when they 
can see if as when they couldn't see It" 
In the end, though, Hope says that 
the best tactic for ensuring players are 
scared is making sure that all aspects 
of the game — audio, Al, visuals, and 
gameplay —work together to create 
a tense atmosphere. “One of the most 
memorable instances is when we 
were doing some tests, and the Alien 
was behaving exactly as we thought 
it should, but it just wasn't quite right,” 
he says. ‘There was something missing. 
Then, the next day, the audio guy put all 
the audio in, and we ran it again, with 
the same guys and everything, and the 
Alien killed the player, and the entire 
room almost leapt out of their seats.” 
Yes, the game still terrifies the people 
who made it. Everyone seems to have 
stories about a meeting in which some- 
one screamed or jumped three feet 
into the air in fear. Even affer three years, 
watching it all go down doesn't seem to 
have gotten old. "There have been oc- 


casions where people have just thrown 
coffee all over themselves,’ lead artist 
Jude Bond says with a laugh. “Seeing 
people being scared by what they're 
actually producing is very funny.” 
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FOR THE ISOLATION TEAM, LAUNCH DAY IS A CHANCE TO SEE IF 
THEY’VE SCARED THE PANTS OFF FANS 





eveloping a game is a long 
process, one that demands 
years of hard work and 
emotional investment toward a 
goal that can sometimes seem 
inconceivably distant. For the Isolation 
team, nearing that finish line brings a 

lot of things to the surface: catharsis, joy, 
anticipation, and — if all goes according 
to plan — validation that their vision and 
tireless effort were worth it. 

Launch day, though, also marks the 
beginning of another journey, one in which 
the developers get to watch fans interact 
with their creation, share stories about 





their experiences, and pass judgment on 
whether the game lives up to the hype. 
With their work complete, team members 
won't be kicking back on a tropical beach 
somewhere; they'll be eagerly awaiting 
your reactions. 

“For the longest time, we weren't able 
to talk about the game,’ creative lead Al 
Hope says. We weren't able to show it to 
anyone. It was just very internal. We knew 
how we played the game, and that was 
all good, but | think the big moment will 
be finally being able to see other people 
play. On launch day, it'll be multiple screens 
of Twitter and YouTube and Twitch, with us 








all trying to soonge up as much of the 
feedback as possible. 

“| think that’s one of the really exciting 
things about making games right now,’ 
he adds. ‘There's this culture of Let’s Plays 
on YouTube and people streaming their 
play-throughs. | think Alien: Isolation is 
perfect for that, because everyone's 
going to have a slightly different story 
and a slightly different sequence of 
events because of the emergent nature 
of the encounters. Just being able to 
watch that is going to be fantastic.” 


Priority One 

Different members of the team share 
Hope's sentiment and the sense that 
launch feels like letting in the public on 
an exciting secret that they've been 
keeping for more three years. “I've been 
itching to tell everybody about it for 
ages, writer Dion Lay says. “I’m really 
looking forward to playing it myself, but 


SECURITY CLEARANCE 


at my house, with my TV, because it 
always feels very different [than play- 
ing it at the studio]. | really want to see 
what my friends think about it, as well, 
because | know a lot of horror game 
fans out there.” 

With a game like this, it’s easy to 
predict what the team considers its 
biggest metric for success. Above 
all else, The Creative Assembly has 
engineered Isolation to be a bona 
fide fear machine, and the developers 
won't believe they've accomplished 
that unless they get an earful of terrified 
shrieks. 

“If There’s one thing | want people 
to take away from this, it is immersion, 
basically,” lead artist Jude Bond says. 

“| think the art, the audio, the script, 

the Al — when all those things come 
together and you do genuinely scream, 
| Think we know we've done our job. It’s 


— JUDE BOND, LEAD ARTIST 
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about everything coming together and 
making someone believe they're part of 
the universe we're working on. 

Gary Napper, Isolation’s lead designer, 
has higher expectations. “| want people 
to be able to say after they've played 
it that this is that Alien game that they 
always wanted. As a dev team, it’s the 
thing we've always wanted to play and 
the thing we've always wanted to make, 
so if people are happy with that and it 
has fulfilled that, then we've succeeded.’ 


Looking fo the Future 

Like most development teams on the 
eve of ad major launch, The Creative 
Assembly remains laser-focused on 
putting the finishing touches on Isolation 


— DION LAY, WRITER 





and getting it into the hands of eager 
gamers everywhere. Still, nearly all the 
team members agree that the rich 
universe of Alien has plenty more to offer 
the world of video games. Whether they'll 
get a chance to build those adventures 
themselves remains to be seen, but 

it’s clear they already have plenty of 
thoughts about the directions they'd like 
to see the franchise head in the future. 

“Personally, I'm a massive fan of space 
games, Napper says. “| would love a 
game [in the vein of] Elite or Homeworld, 
where you've got the Sulaco in combat. 
| don't really know who or what they'd 
face up against.| just want to fly the 
sulaco!” he gushes. 

Although Lay doesn’t have any 
specific genres in mind, he has some 
thoughts on the story the game could 
tell. In particular, hed like to see a game 
that explores an oft-neglected setting 
within the film series’ lore. “| want to see 
what happens on Earth during that 
time period, because that's kind of an 
unknown,’ he says. 
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Watch an interview with lead 
designer Gary Napper. 
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Hope, though, takes a more guarded 
approach. He says he’s “maybe” got an 
idea or two for future Alien video games, 
but he isn’t ready fo spill the beans on 
them just yet. Why's that? “I'd probably 
want to make it myself” he laughs. And 
who knows? If Isolation proves a hit with 
fans and critics, he just might get a 
chance to do just that. 


A New Chapter 


The launch of Alien: Isolation also marks 
a new era for The Creative Assembly, a 
studio that’s prided itself on continual 
reinvention during its 26 years. Exoand- 
ing its horizons into this new genre will 
significantly raise its profile. “We're going 
to get new fans,” Lay says. “Total War’s 
really popular, but! think Alien is a big 
license. We're going to get a lot of new 
people looking at The Creative Assem- 
bly. | think it’s going to be interesting to 
see how we're viewed after this.” 

Hope, who first imagined Isolation 
and set the game's development in 
motion, says the studio's future relies 
on continuing the same attitudes and 
practices that made it thrive in the first 
place. Even after nearly two decades 
there, he vividly recalls those early days, NO YOLK 
when he was one of the first employees. 
“We were just a bunch of guys in 
the tiniest industrial unit with no air 
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conditioning, sitting in our [Underpants] 
in the summer,’ he reminisces. “If was so 
cool to just be able to walk around, and 
whatever anybody had on their screen 
was just super cool. It was just the sense 
that, wow, we're making this ourselves. 

| think a lot of that spirit has stayed 
within the studio. Though we've grown 
enormously, there’s still the feeling of that 
small company.’ 

That may be true, but thanks to his 
and others’ efforts on Alien: Isolation, that 
small-at-heart company might find itself 
with an even bigger base of diehard 
fans very soon. 
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